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 116 Local–Global
Wisini Group of Villages, Morobe Province
How can a dance be part of the conception of a new world?
Opening Story
Children are hanging off of trees and rocks as the vehicle approaches 
Wisini Village. We have come through Kassangare Village and move 
up to Wisini after crossing the Kassangare River, a tributary of the Biaru 
River, currently in flood. The villagers begin gathering around us—the 
exchanges of greetings are warm and friendly. Many of the children were 
now hanging on to our hands and laughing, their oversized t-shirts printed 
with advertisements for electricity companies or instant noodles, or else 
with slogans promoting conservation efforts or empowering messages by 
international companies and groups. The elders and the tribal chiefs come 
out to welcome us back with dances and kundu drums. We are led to the 
space next to the vacant health building. Constructed by the villagers, the 
building remains empty with the community waiting for local government 
to deliver on a long-standing promise of health officials for the region. In 
2002 through to 2003, the villagers initiated the idea of a medical centre. The 
centre was conceptualized as an aid post, and a sing-sing festival raised more 
than 4,000 kina. The local-level government contributed 3,000 kina. Villagers, 
encouraged by the prospect of medical service in their area, erected a 
dedicated building with living quarters for the visiting health officials. The 
person who arrived left after a couple of months, and more than four years 
later, the building remains vacant. The villagers have not occupied it, hoping 
that some day soon it will become an active health-service centre.
The elders begin to dance. It is a dance of conception, a difficult labour and 
then the birth of the child. ‘This is the Pariet movement’, Wata Kai says. He 
is an elder an oral historian:
I am the holder of my people’s stories. Pariet will be our way forward 
because it is a rebirth for us. This dance is our nurturing, the conception, 
the struggle, the birth and now the responsibility to find our place in the 
world where we now live and must protect from harm. 
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Begun in the 1990s, this movement is a growing response to the rapidly 
advancing and destructive elements of development and isolation from 
mainstream Papua New Guinea., For the Pariet, the important questions 
they ask themselves seem to inform their way forward: Who are we? Where 
are we from? How do we work together? What are our weaknesses, our strengths? 
What has been taken away from us, our places? What do we need to get back our 
rights and entitlements in the current world? Why has the Independence of Papua 
New Guinea not brought us a better life—or a collective sense of a people? What has 
gone wrong? The Pariet movement has initiated a process of recording the 
oral histories of the Pariet tribe with a view to reclaiming customary land 
boundaries in order to be able to manage their own livelihood and way of 
life. Villagers talk of the increasing number of tribal communities who are 
seeking to join the movement, not just alongside the Biaru and Waria river 
boundaries, but now also extending into the Ramu, Wahgi and Purari River 
areas into the Watut and Markham river regions. When asked what the 
Pariet means to her, one of the young women seated next to the group says, 
‘I am Pariet. I know where my people come from and you are here because 
of the Pariet people’s work. Pariet is my mouth and eyes and future.’ 
As the night progresses, there is much exchange of recent happenings and 
developments. Then all of a sudden, Zureki Maigao, the Chairperson of the 
Pariet movement gets up. He has been listening to the conversations around 
him. Encouraged by some of the others around him, he initially hesitates, 
seemingly from shyness, and then speaks:
This is now our story. I have been Chairperson for fifteen years. We are 
Pariet. We have been part of the Pariet story for more than fifteen years. 
It is slow, it is hard, and it is a struggle to find our roots, our ancestors 
after so much destruction. But we are stronger than ever before. Under 
now the tribal lineage of the Ammam people, we stretch far across the 
mountains and down through to the other side of the mountains. Pariet 
has helped us to see who we are. We want our independence and our 
own way to decide what is for our self-betterment. In my role, I speak 
with authority. Pariet will see us through. I have the Amman blood, and 
in my blood, I know this is the way.
This rendition of an evening in historical time is how, among many stories, 
the elders of the Pariet movement wanted their story to be told. It is a few 
paragraphs written down carrying the intersection of orality and print. It is 
both a contingent and choreographed story of contemporary intersections as 
people look in two directions at once: back to a carefully reconstructed past 
and forward in modern time to the future that brings together different ways 
of being. Their story includes a symbolic journey by outsiders to their place, 
a modern chronicle of a political movement called Pariet, a tribal dance and 
hidden stories that remain unrevealed here; and it ends with the words of 
their Chairperson, ‘I speak with authority’, old and new.
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Place—Past and Present
Wisini is a village located near the Biaru and the Wisini rivers, within the 
Wau Rural Local-Level Government (LLG) mandated region of the Bulolo 
District in Morobe Province. According to Naup Waup, a local tribal elder 
(uniquely with tertiary qualifications from both Papua New Guinea and 
Australia), the first inhabitants of Wisini arrived from Porr about twelve 
generations ago. Two other clans—Kai and Kemkolkol—arrived first in 
other places and the later moved to Wisini:
Approximately around four generations ago an unknown disease 
affected the Wisini population and the majority of the residence lost 
their lives. People were dying in un-explainable circumstances and 
the only people who left the area survived. The current village is built 
on a massive graveyard and evidence of this is still very visible with 
fragments of human bones found on the ground on site. Upon the arrival 
of the missionaries the Wisini people were asked to build their village 
again on the very same land and the village as we know it today is still 
here in the unchanged location. 
The village is a twelve-to-eighteen-hour journey south by four-wheel drive 
from Lae, the key provincial town of Morobe Province. The bitumen road, 
Chief Giwisa and an elder of the Kukuku Patea Clan, two members of the  
Pariet Mobilisation Project
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built through Australian aid, travels across the Markham River Bridge, 
through to Timini Village and onto Bulolo. Timini is just a cluster of houses 
and a small market with people sitting by the roadside selling local fare 
and produce. From Timini, one passes across relatively flat land up into 
low striated mountains. The largest industry here is the Zenag Highland 
Products chicken-farm and factory established in 1946. Zenag is close to 
the Kumalu River which brought a mud-slide down the mountain-side 
in 2005 burying the small town of Mummery in silt and rocks. The only 
remaining signs of the town are the remnants of a church spire and an old 
store billboard sticking out of the rubble. The town of Bulolo on the Kumalu 
River has a small population serving the needs of large mining and timber 
companies in the Morobe Province. From Bulolo the road moves upwards 
to Wau—primarily a main street with two general stores owned by an 
Australian, and one main petrol bunk—and finally to Werewere and Wisini. 
Mining along the Wau-Werewere route has lessened, but sporadic blasts are 
reminders that it still continues, if on a smaller scale. 
The last part of the journey out of Wau is a hazardous one, and many places 
are virtually inaccessible to anything other than walking or a powerful 
four-wheel-drive vehicle. The backhoe operator working on the Wau road 
was killed under an overturned vehicle two weeks after we used a road 
that he had cleared in July 2006. Massive potholes, half-collapsed bridges, 
landslides, road collapses, and river-crossings slow the travelling and have 
been made worse by sections of deforestation and soil erosion. When the 
rains come they slow or make impossible what is already an incredibly 
exhausting drive, with regular stops to dig the car out of yet another mud 
bath.
The Wisini group of villages includes the four main villages of Wisini Ward 
17—Kassangare, Tauroro, Wisini and Ilabu—and a loose network of other 
villages that are scattered along the Ono, Waria and Biaru Rivers. These 
include the villages of Sim, Gerepo, Kauru, Koperaka and Sumu. Since early 
1992 these villages have begun to work together as a collective, driven in 
many parts by the Pariet mobilization project; and also by the increasing 
need to depend on a larger network of people and places as food sources 
diminish and access to primary services like health and education either 
declined or ceased to exist. Once the aggressive phase of mining on this 
side of the mountain tapered off in the early 1990s, the primary community 
services and road maintenance that once existed to service these gold-mining 
companies disappeared with them. 
Remote and isolated as they are, the villages in the Wisini area have had 
little in the way of government services and support, particularly from the 
provincial and national levels. The Kasangere Elementary School started in 
2002 closed down in 2005. The Crisitan Elementary School started in 2004 
and closed down in 2005. The only remaining school in this area is the Biaru 
Primary School, and many young children are unable to walk the minimum 
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of three kilometres each way to get to the school. Pariet project efforts set up 
a small community school in the Koruma area called the Koruma Primary 
School, and this school struggles on with the help of volunteers and part-
time teachers. 
While the Papua New Guinean state has had little presence in Wisini, 
business-led ‘development’ activities certainly have. The mountain 
overlooking the villages consists of steep undulating slopes, interspaced 
with the slopes of old or recent landslides and crisscrossed with trails. 
Much of the once-densely vegetated mountain-sides have been significantly 
affected by the heavy explosives and open-cast mining methods used 
in large-scale resource extraction. Sporadic mining still occurs, and 
villagers spoke of new negotiations currently underway with the national 
government for licenses and services for the re-commencement of mining 
around the region. This has sparked deep and grave concern amongst these 
villagers, particularly those located along the Watut and Langimar River 
areas. Speculations abound of gold being discovered in these areas, and the 
community knows well what to expect if this is the case.
The mountain is encircled by a rough dirt road which changes to mud after 
a night of rain. This road was once the only land route for mining companies 
in the late 1970s through to the late 1990s. Heavy bulldozers and tractors are 
The terrible condition of roads leading in to Wisini, and frequent landslides, make 
travelling in and out difficult, and dangerous.
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now the main users. They come up to collect the tobacco and coffee produce 
from these villagers—the journey is slow and hazardous, but these types 
of vehicles are the only ones capable of travelling on the road. The vehicles 
have taken their toll on this road. In many places, potholes, some as deep 
as three feet, have become filled with rain water. On one journey, we came 
across two tractors which the Pariet members said had been there for more 
than a week now. The driver was awaiting parts for the vehicle. There was 
a makeshift fence of saplings and branches around the tractor, and a man 
was asleep inside the main cabin. Obviously the tractor was being watched 
to prevent it from being vandalized. Gerry Krong told us, ‘villages are angry 
and confused—while they have to sell their coffee and tobacco, they are also 
angry that instead of repairing the roads, the companies send such terrible 
vehicles. The road has become the only way to connect to the outside. Old 
paths and tracks have been destroyed or altered due to mining and logging 
activities and consequent soil erosions and landslides.’ 
Organization and Governance
There were approximately 300 people officially recorded within the Wisini 
Ward in the 2000 census. But the most current updated record by the Pariet 
project in 2006 records approximately 763 people. 







156 763 427 336 23 142
Breakdown into the various villages
Tauroro 
Village
19 95 72 23 2 4
Ilabu 
Village
40 195 103 92 7 38
Kasangare 
Village
33 172 96 76 9 52
Wisini 
Village
64 301 156 145 5 48
There are six main sub-tribes or clans within the Pariet project or Ammam 
tribe—the Naap, Kuiyap, Portutep, Kourtat, Huup, and Kemkolkol. In 2006 
we counted a total of five men’s house and forty-eight women’s houses 
in Wisini Village, complicating the notion of sixty-four households. The 
community around Wisini has a long history of religious influence, and 
evidence of this is easily seen in the presence of two or more concrete 
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buildings which function as churches with daily religious practices and 
activities. Many of the villagers have taken Christian names, but when 
they are introduced, also state their indigenous names and tribe. Different 
Christian denominations in the area include Lutheran (20 per cent), Lutheran 
Reform (2 per cent), Baptist (25 per cent), Four Square (25 per cent), Seventh 
Day Adventist (5 per cent), ARC or Reformed Seventh Day Adventist (2 
per cent), and finally Sabbath (30 per cent), and Kaumpis (1 per cent), two 
local religions based on local interpretations of the Bible—the second newly 
formed. The local inhabitants move between different denominations, 
and as such these the percentages from 2006 have subsequently fluctuated 
remaining only a marker in time. There appears to occasional consternation 
as each denomination strives to maintain its dominance or assert its revival.
As within other PNG communities, familial relationships within the Wisini 
group of villages form the basic foundations of the place, including strong 
extended family ties amongst the people. The huts in which the villagers live 
vary in size across the surrounds, dictated, one suspects, by the size of the 
families, rather than the wealth or income of the household. Community life 
is maintained through the everyday lived reciprocity of cooking, gardening, 
foraging or working in the forest, tending to small plots of coffee or tobacco, 
fishing in the rivers, and child care. In such a remote area, where there are no 
electricity, gas or telecommunication services, villagers rely on one another 
to stay alive and safe. When the Community Sustainability Questionnaire 
was conducted in the Wisini group of villages in 2006, 47 per cent of 
respondents indicated that they have lived in the same area their whole life. 
Where people do move from their village of birth, it is often the result of 
marriages between the villages, or a matter of relocation from one side of the 
river to the other.
It is apparent that the Pariet mobilization process is drawing together a 
wide network of tribal villages and elders, with the Wisini group of villages 
providing some form of headquarters or pulse of the movement. The 
process of mobilization is largely driven by the identification of key cultural 
stories and artefacts, the sharing of overlapping customary knowledge of 
land management and governance across tribes, and the mapping of these 
around the revival of an ancient text and sacred journey by a tribe called 
the Ammam People. This mapping has now slowly extended out from the 
Wisini village cluster, across river and settlements to the Garaina (waria 
Bulolo district), and Watuk (Menyamya district), down to HoteYamap 
and Yalu (Huon Gulf district). The mapping process is encouraging tribal 
elders across different tribal boundaries to draw lines of connections, 
lineage, ancestry and old inter-tribal connections and rivalries which 
had been dramatically disrupted by colonial occupation and subsequent 
large resource extraction activities. Old dances and songs—telling stories 
of resistance and determination, knowledge of food sources, and tales 
of greed and deceit—appear not just to be re-created but also recalled. A 
new theatre group—called the 7th Division Theatre dance group—is now 
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further developing these dances and songs. Working closely with the Pariet 
movement, this dance group, drawing on traditional songs, poems, legends, 
and instruments, now focuses on educating and training young people.
Livelihood and Provision
The tribal villagers in Wisini and surrounds are primarily subsistence 
farmers, tending their gardens though slash-and-burn methods. Cooking 
is done on a fire almost always in the front area outside the hut, mainly to 
boil taro (Colocasia esculenta and Xanthosoma sagittifolium) or yams (Dioscorea 
spp.). Amongst respondents to the Community Sustainability Questionnaire, 
88 per cent identified work done on their own land or by fishing as their 
main source of food. Within their gardens, households grow a diverse 
range of crops which form the bulk of their diet. Tapioca, taro and yams are 
important staples, but people also grow cabbages (the European version—
family Brassicaceae), cucumber, onions, eggplant, pineapple and papaya. The 
rivers which run through the area—the Biaru River and its tributaries—are 
the only source of water within the villages. The rivers are also a source of 
food, but fish stocks have been severely depleted by the chemical run-off 
from the mines. 
As well as providing food for their own consumption, gardening also 
provides a limited source of income for some families. The main staple of 
the local cash economy is coffee, followed by tobacco-growing, peanut-
cultivation and pig-rearing. Other important cash crops are vanilla pods and 
avocado, but many of the avocado trees and vanilla plots have been sold off 
to outsiders in what are now seen as naïve negotiations on the part of the 
community. There appears to be some steady buyers of coffee like Wayamu, 
Danniel, Coffee Farmers Association and Big Bean Coffee Limited. Coffee 
trees are scattered through the forest area, and data from 2005 given to us 
by the Pariet movement showed that there were only seventeen coffee-tree 
owners across the area. Many of the other villagers earn a small income 
during the harvesting periods or through tending the trees. In 2005, coffee 
comprised 40 per cent of earnings, tobacco 20 per cent, peanuts 5 per cent, 
and pigs 25 per cent. Most of the cash earned was spent on school fees (70 
per cent), clothing (10 per cent), trade-store goods (15 per cent) and savings 
(5 per cent).
The day-to-day lives of the villagers today bear the mark of influence of 
more than thirty years of intensive logging and large-scale mineral extraction 
in the area. Working now to sustain their livelihoods, they do so facing a 
multitude of social and environmental problems. As they struggle through 
their everyday existence in a remote area, the villagers are now much more 
aware of the debris left behind from these massive activities—reduced water 
quality in the rivers, new types of weeds, chemical run-off.
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Learning and Education
There is a strong desire for learning and training within the Wisini group of 
villages. Amongst those surveyed, 91 per cent said that they would like to 
learn how to do their current work better. Given the dominant agricultural 
base, it is perhaps not surprising that 72 per cent wanted training in 
agriculture. Management was also an area in which many people—45 per 
cent—expressed a desire for training. Literacy training, too, was in high 
demand, with 54 per cent identifying this as something which would be 
useful for them, much higher than the overall figure of 19 per cent across all 
the other PNG sites in this project. In addition, there was a strong interest 
in forms of training which reflect the Pariet movement’s concern with the 
strengthening of their custom and culture. Of the survey respondents, 46 
per cent wanted training in family life, whilst 52 per cent wanted training in 
traditional ways. 
As has already been mentioned, the Biaru Primary School is the only 
primary school left in the area, and one of the projects initiated by the Pariet 
mobilization has been the establishment of a small community school in 
the Koruma area, run by volunteers and part-time teachers. However the 
Pariet movement has also identified informal and customary-based learning 
and education as vitally important for their community. The importance 
of engagement with the younger generations—around matters of custom 
Gardens and houses in Wisini village.
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and culture as well as through formal education—is felt keenly by people 
throughout the Wisini area. One woman in the community, a recent widow 
with seven children, was asked in an interview to identify what she thought 
made her community strong. She answered: 
Coming together, sit around together and talk about what is good for us, 
and looking after people like me and others who need help. From custom 
to education—people are saying that education is more important than 
custom, to give children a better future. But custom and education must 
go together—they must go together.
Education and development are seen as closely linked A young man, said 
‘yes, people tell us we are rich in customs and land, but we are poor. We 
want things to make our life better.’ Aru Kuskom is a high school student 
at Lae. He boards with his aunt and travels back to Wisini for the holidays. 
Sometimes when there is no truck or transport, he walks down to Wau, 
and then tries to hitch a ride up to Lae. Such transport is not always certain, 
and changes with the weather and the rains. He relies on his parents for his 
living and travel, and says that he relies on his aunt in Lae for his boarding 
and food: ‘I like coming back to Wisini. This is my village. I only live in 
Lae. Wisini is my home. I was born here and brought up here—and I like 
Naup Waup, an activist and social researcher, and a leader of  
the Pariet mobilisation.
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my people. I want my people to have a better life. Make my community life 
better.’ When asked in what way better, he replied, 
Better school, better living here. There is only one primary school. I want 
a better school, higher school for more study. More training for the other 
people. We have nobody to teach us new things. When I am a pilot, I will 
take the plane for the people here in Wisini. 
Similarly, education cannot be understood outside of the broader questions 
of community livelihood and wellbeing. Many of the young men in Wisini 
and its surrounds are frustrated and angry about the lack of educational 
facilities for them, and the lack of access to training centres or schools within 
their area. The nearest places are in Lae—and getting there involves a good 
two to four day walk down the mountain. Many do not have the income 
to stay on in Lae, and those who leave the village to look for work and 
education in usually return, unable to sustain any decent way of life in the 
city. The young women too expressed a great deal of helplessness. Sitting 
with a large of women around the Women’s Hut, the women huddled closer 
and Nancy Paro, one of the older women, said, ‘Let the girls talk. They want 
to talk’. And then Nancy Karong, one the girls who had helped us earlier 
with the cooking said, 
Yes, we never speak. We always listen. We are studying in the mission 
school. We like it there. But I don’t know what to do after I finish. The 
books at the Mission school talk to us about keeping good houses and 
clean clothes and sewing. But we don’t have even a sewing machine. So 
how can we sew? … I am nineteen-years old. We are seventeen years, 
here this one is nineteen, and she is sixteen. I don’t know this one. How 
old are you? We all go to school together. It is called the Biaru Primary 
School. It is not far from here. I am in Grade 7. We learn how to sing and 
manners and English and some maths. I don’t have money to go to Lae. 
If I go, it is not safe. 
It is obvious as we converse with people involved in Wisini that while 
community mobilization is strong; many of the questions and responses 
are framed by an increasing skepticism towards both local and Western 
interventions and their promises of improvements in every-day, lived 
struggles. As one woman said:
We get so tired too; yumi plantil bugarap, yes, yes. You and me, we 
women do get pretty exhausted. We are always working from the time 
our eyes open to when they cannot be open. There is so much to do, 
and we do the same thing everyday. Sometimes the men listen and 
sometimes they don’t care what we say. But we also work in the garden. 
We also sell the coffee. We also walk to Lae and to Wau and everywhere 
to sell our coffee. Maybe one day, the road will be better. No, I want a big 
school. I want to meet many people and live different.
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The Pariet project of the Ammam tribal people represents a determined 
attempt by the local community to organize itself in the face of massive, 
complex forces. It knows that it has a long way to go.
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Omarakana and Kiriwina Island, Milne Bay Province 
How could it be that a celebration that had been part of the customary 
calendar across living memory was displaced by a global event— 
or, rather, a globally referenced celebration—that the world did not 
know about?
Opening Story
Omarakana is the village of the Paramount Chief of the Trobriand Islands. 
Each year on Kiriwina Island, the largest of the Trobriands, their annual 
harvest of yams is followed by a period of festivities known as Mila Mala. 
Yams are the staple crop on Kiriwina, but they are also items of great 
cultural and spiritual importance. Mila Mala celebrations occur when the 
harvest in a village is particularly good, and they are a means through which 
that community exhibits its wealth and standing to the other communities 
around it. The yams are collected, presented, and stored inside tall wooden 
yam houses painted with distinctive patterns in red, black and white; and 
dancing and feasting occupy the community for several days. The elaborate 
sexuality of the celebrations was famously documented by the Polish 
anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski in the early twentieth century, and is 
partially responsible for the Trobriands’ reputation as the ‘Islands of Love’. 
More stories have been written about the Trobriands than perhaps any other 
region in Papua New Guinea, and the people of Kiriwina are practiced in 
rehearsing foundational stories about themselves to outsiders. The story 
we tell here, however, is not one of theirs, but rather narrates the unfolding 
of two celebrations—one that did happen and one that did not (that is, at 
least neither in the customary sense of the festival nor in the modern sense 
of what had been planned). The juxtaposition of the two celebrations carries 
the full weight of social change in the Trobriands and the layers of the tribal, 
traditional and modern.
In 2006, an Organizing Committee under the auspice of the Council of 
Chiefs, and chaired by Kevin Kaidoga, received funding to run the Mila 
Mala festival. The managed event was intended to attract tourism, showcase 
the Trobriands, and project community. As part of this, the introduction of 
money fundamentally altered the celebrations and delayed it until a time-
out-of-time till one day, late in September, long after harvesting. Where the 
organization of the celebrations previously had everything to do with social 
Omarakana and Kiriwina Island
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obligation, pride, and the customary understandings of status, it now had 
to do with the receipt of a wage, and access to resources like cars and travel 
allowances. Fixing a date and location for the festival meant overriding the 
prior cosmological situating of Mila Mala, in which place and time depend 
on the changing inter-relationships between villages, the particularity of 
the seasons, and the outcomes of the harvest. There were allegations of 
corruption and power misused, and murmurings about the presence of 
‘money talk’ in the Organizing Committee. The 2006 festival nearly didn’t 
happen—that is, until John Kasaipwalova, chief of the Kwenama Clan, drew 
upon his own money and called in reciprocal relations to hold a central 
festival at Bweka, about an hour’s walk from Omarakana. The dancing was 
strong, but no tourists came, and the only non-local there, apart from the six 
members of our research team, was Toby Neville, a bus driver whom some 
people said was there to take photos of the girls to make into postcards. The 
following year Mila Mala—which has followed the annual yam harvest for 
as long as can be recalled through the oral history of the island—did not 
happen at all. Or, rather to be more precise, only one small Mila Mala festival 
was held at Oluweta Village and it neither had the sanction of the Council of 
Chiefs nor the imprimatur of the Mila Mala Organizing Committee. Kenneth 
Kalubaku said that his village refused to be part of the formal ceremonies 
because of the broken promises in 2006.
In 2007, ironically, months after the harvest season, Oluweta became the 
scene of another celebration on Kiriwina, one rooted in a much more 
recent history. The revelry was in honour of Catholic World Youth Day 
celebrations occurring across the globe, and it involved a locally-carved 
wooden cross journeying across the Milne Bay islands. As part of the global 
celebrations leading up to a Holy Mass celebrated by His Holiness Pope 
Benedict XVI in Sydney, Australia in July 2008, a World Youth Cross had 
been travelling the world. It had visited some provinces in Papua New 
Guinea, but not Milne Bay, and so the Church in the province had arranged 
for a special cross to be built and carried across the region. Catholicism 
has entered deeply into social life and practice in this part of Papua New 
Guinea. The Catholic Church is not the only church on Kiriwina Island, but 
it has strong roots, particularly in the northern part of the island around 
Omarakana and Bweka, near where the mission station still operates. 
The cross which the provincial leadership of the Church commissioned was 
built out of local kwila—a honey-coloured hardwood—and carved with 
intricate patterns by master carvers. Beginning in Alotau, on the eastern tip 
of the Papua New Guinea mainland, its journey had taken it to many of the 
Milne Bay islands clustered in the Solomon Sea. Now, it was on Kiriwina, 
the largest of the Trobriand Islands group, and had already spent time 
in the custodianship of several villages. Today it was being carried from 
Guseweta village to Oluweta, with a procession of two hundred or so people 
accompanying it. The weeks of preparation had included filling potholes in 
the road.
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When the wooden cross finally arrived at Oluweta village, the procession 
moved slowly, soberly, up the road. The cross itself was carried by five 
young men, who rested the weight of it on their shoulders and bowed their 
heads as they walked. Others—young women and men wearing white 
shirts and red scarves around their necks—carried religious icons, conch 
shells and banners with biblical verses. The two women walking in front 
of the cross-bearers held a banner which read, ‘CROSS OF JESUS: WAY * 
TRUTH * LIFE’. Above the entrance to the village, which the cross-bearers 
now approached, another banner hung between two trees. Written with 
white paint on black plastic, were the words, ‘St FRANCIS ASISI of Oluweta 
Solemnly Welcomes THE HOLY CROSS’. 
The people at Oluweta had been expecting to receive the cross early in 
the morning, but changes to the program for the day meant that its arrival 
was delayed. They had waited for it patiently. Underneath the welcoming 
banner, a group of young singers had spent the morning seated on the 
ground at the side of the road, dressed in white shirts and blue pants and 
skirts. Opposite them, four young women stood where they had been for the 
past four-and-a-half hours. They wore the tribal costume of young Trobriand 
dancers—short grass skirts with many layers, dyed mostly red but with 
patterns of yellow, blue and white. Feathers and shell valuables were affixed 
carefully to their headdresses, earrings, and the bands around their waists 
and arms; and their backs and chests were sprinkled with yellow pollen. 
Dancing has long been part of customary celebrations and rituals in the 
Trobriands, and the elaborate costumes and adornments which dancers 
wear are important signifiers of status and social relationships. Normally, 
they would be worn at Mila Mala, but the celebrations had not happened last 
harvest. Now, the dancers had been arranged to greet the Catholic cross, and 
their presence gave some suggestion of the respect with which the event was 
endowed. 
Now, finally, the kwila-wood cross was making its way along the dirt road 
leading in to Oluweta. The singers stood up. Past them, within the village, 
young children holding ferns and flowers were thrust into position along the 
side of the road. The procession was accompanied by a man playing a guitar, 
and as they walked towards the black banner welcoming the cross, their 
singing joined with the singing of the choir which had been awaiting their 
arrival. 
Past the entrance, the procession continued to the village church. The young 
dancers walked in front, leading the way with focussed seriousness. The 
people who had been waiting at the entrance now followed behind, while 
others were gathered in the open area in front of the church. Amongst them, 
old women wearing black funeral clothes with black fabric on their heads 
knelt on the ground, singing mourning songs in local language. As the 
procession reached them and the cross was lowered from the shoulders of 
the young men, they raised their hands above their heads to receive it. The 
people gathered around them knelt, many of them crying. The sound was of 
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singing mingled with sobs and soft moaning.
Later, there would be a service for those gathered, after which the cross 
would be interned inside the church. Dancing would follow, and feasting: 
the rituals of the introduced Church manifested with and through the 
customary rituals which long pre-date its presence on the island. 
The occurrence of the Catholic World Youth Day celebrations on Kiriwina 
was thus matched in its significance by another occurrence, or rather, an 
omission, that of the Mila Mala celebrations the year before. If the World 
Youth Cross celebrations were extraordinary in their local-global novelty, 
the yearly yam harvest was extraordinary for the relative absence of 
celebration. Both happenings have their roots in the various influences 
which have made their way into Trobriands society since the colonizing 
project began. Together, they paint a complicated picture of change and 
continuity on Kiriwina Island; of the dynamism of culture, and the messy 
back and forth between the old and the new. 
Place—Past and Present
Located in the Solomon Sea beyond the eastern tip of the Papua New Guinea 
mainland, the Trobriand Islands are a collection of populated coral atolls 
and over a hundred unpopulated small islets which form part of the Milne 
Bay province. They were named for Denis de Trobriand, the first lieutenant 
in one of D’Entrecasteaux’s frigates when this group of populated atolls and 
hundreds of islets was sighted in 1793. Other groups of islands surround 
An old woman watches as the Catholic cross is set down in Oluweta village
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them—including the D’Entrecasteaux Islands, the Amphlett Islands and 
the Louissiade Archipelago—and although many of these island groups 
are geographically quite close to the mainland, the ocean around them 
and the high cost of travel have meant they remain remote places. There 
is great variety in cultural traditions and practices across the region, but 
interconnections between the islands and fundamental similarities mean that 
they are often considered together under the heading of ‘Massim’ society. 
The largest of the populated islands in the Trobriands group is Kiriwina, 
which has around sixty villages in which over 25,000 people live. Although 
many young people leave the islands to find paid employment or to pursue 
education on the mainland, a large percentage of them eventually return to 
resume village life, and the population has grown considerably over recent 
decades. Set at the northern end of Kiriwina, and about thirty minutes drive 
from the district administrative centre of Losuia, is Omarakana village. 
Omarakana village is home to the Paramount Chief Pulavasi Daniel, the 
highest customary authority in the Milne Bay area. It is a position passed 
down matrilineally through the leading Tabalu clan. Today, the Paramount’s 
Chief house is a large structure built out of modern blue-painted timber-
board and fibro. It is surrounded by smaller, traditional style huts with 
thatched pandanus roofs. In a clearing behind the house stands the Chief’s 
yam house. Trobriand yam houses, tall narrow wooden structures painted 
with distinctive red and white patterns, are one of the more immediately 
recognizable instances of Trobriand art and culture, with replicas found 
in hotel gardens in Port Moresby, and miniature models sold in the city’s 
tourist shops. Used to store the staple food which is harvested annually 
around mid-year, the yam houses are also important cultural signifiers 
of wealth and status, and while each village chief has his own, it is the 
Paramount Chief’s which should be the tallest and best-kept. In 2008 the 
Chief’s yam house looked in need of major work with its thatch roof was 
broken. Nearby yam houses looked worse. Maybe it was a bad year, and the 
physical sense of the village had certainly changed across the last few years, 
but it also seemed less resilient than on earlier visits going back to the late 
1970s.
Physically, the Trobriand Islands are elevated coral atolls and most, 
including Kiriwina, are flat. Tropical vegetation and rich soil allow for 
productive gardening, predominantly of yams. Roads connect most of the 
villages to each other, with their rough surface made of exposed coral. Off 
to the sides of these run thin dirt tracks leading to the yam gardens where 
women labour to produce the important crop. They are aided in this by 
regular, heavy rainfall, but periods of drought are not unknown and when 
they occur they can result in severe food shortages. 
Losuia, the district headquarters, has a post office, several administrative 
offices, and a number of trade stores. Kiriwina High School nearby provides 
education for day students (expensive, at a cost of 600 Kina annually in 2008) 
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and boarders (900 kina) from villages further away. Also present on the 
island is a Catholic mission station in which three nuns¬—two from Italy 
and one from Myanmar—are currently based. An airstrip built by American 
soldiers during the Second World War is still functional, and planes fly from 
Port Moresby to Kiriwina twice a week. Also left over from the war are the 
wrecks of submarines and ships around the coast, and an assortment of 
broken weaponry and other pieces of equipment which villagers regularly 
dig up when making new yam gardens or working in existing ones. In one 
of the two lodges on the island offering accommodation to tourists—some of 
whom come to dive in the shipwrecks or snorkel off the coast—shell casings 
are used as tiny vases to hold the frangipani flowers which decorate the 
dining room tables. 
Organization and Governance
A complex system of inter-linked clans and tribes provides the basis for 
social organization in Kiriwina, as it does throughout the Milne Bay region. 
Connecting the tribes is a strong, shared set of cultural practices, a common 
history with distinct but overlapping myths and stories of origin, established 
patterns of trade and festivities, and a shared language. The Kilivila 
language belongs to the Milne Bay family of Austronesian languages, and 
although it is spoken on a few other Massim islands, Trobrianders are the 
major speakers. Kilivila takes the form of a number of local dialects, which 
are mutually understandable, and which have also absorbed a number of 
English words and terms in the period since first contact. Tok Pisin is rarely 
used, although many locals who travel beyond the island for work and 
education learn both it and Motu. 
Matrilineal lines underpin systems of land ownership and inheritance, 
and also determine social identity and relationships of responsibility and 
obligation. As one set of stories relate the structure, there are four main tribal 
grouping on the island, represented by different totems: the white pigeon, 
green parrot, eagle, and red-and-yellow parakeet. Cutting across these tribes 
are a number of clans, membership of which is passed matrilineally through 
family groups. The four primary clan groups are: the Tabalu, from which 
the Paramount Chief is drawn; the Toruwaga, who are the rival clan to the 
Tabalus; the Kwenama; and the Mulabwema. A tribe will include members 
of different clans, but within each tribe there will be a leading clan from 
which the chiefly line will be drawn. So, the Tabalu are the leading clan 
within the Malasi, or white pigeon tribe, and the Kwenama and Toruwaga 
clans are the two leading clans from which the chiefs of the Green Parrot 
tribe are drawn, while the Mulabwema are the chiefly clan of the eagle tribe 
(the chiefly clan of the red-and-yellow parakeet tribe is not represented 
within the whole-island chiefdom structure). Customarily, inter-marriage 
within tribes was taboo, but now instances of marriage between people from 
the same tribal groupings are not uncommon. 
Relationships of authority and responsibility exist within the parameters of 
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the tribe. Tribal chiefs are drawn from the dominant clans within each tribe, 
and beneath them the other clans of the tribe are arranged in a hierarchy. 
Different clans are allocated different responsibilities in relation to the tribal 
chief, whether it be resourcing materials or producing the lime with which 
he chews his buai. Those in chiefly matrilineages, ranked among themselves, 
own rights to special prerogatives surrounding food prohibitions and taboos 
that mark spatial and physical separation as well as rights to wear particular 
feather and shell decorations and to decorate houses with ancestral 
designs and cowrie shells. The most important prerogative for chiefs is the 
entitlement to many wives. At least four of each wife’s relatives make huge 
yam gardens for her and this is the way a chief achieves great power. But 
if a chief is weak, he will have difficulty finding women to marry. Chiefly 
entitlement also comes with reciprocal responsibilities to those in their tribes, 
including social obligations to host feasts and redistribute wealth. 
While chiefs exert authority over their tribes, it is the Paramount Chief 
in Omarakana village who is the unquestioned ultimate authority on the 
island. In the central clearing in Omarakana, the place of the yam houses, 
is also the site where Bwenaya, a sacred stone which is the respected 
goddess of the weather, is buried. Her precise location is known only to 
the Paramount Chief, and it from the Goddess that he draws his strength. 
Most, if not all, decisions affecting the island as a whole are made by him, 
such as those affecting feasts, festivities and harvesting. He presides over 
the Kiriwina Council of Chiefs, which includes chiefs from the major clans 
across the island. He presides as well over the Kiriwina Local Government 
Council, which consists of local councillors elected under the modern 
local level government political structure. The Paramount Chief’s role in 
presiding over this forum is demonstrative of the continuing strength and 
influence of customary-tribal systems of political organization and authority, 
but it is also indicative of the ways in which modern structures of power 
are shaped and acted upon through their incorporation into predominantly 
tribal social contexts. 
The Catholic Church has been influential in Kiriwina society since the early 
days of colonial contact. As witnessed through events such as the recent 
World Youth Cross celebration, there are deeply-felt affective ties connecting 
the church and local communities, but the presence of Catholicism and 
other Christian churches has not shaken the customary belief systems of 
Trobriand Islanders. The belief in, and practice of magic is embedded in the 
day-to-day life-worlds of Kiriwina. While sorcery is feared above all else, 
magic more broadly is an accepted part of most aspects of social life—love, 
beauty, gardening, weather, sailing, and skills such as carving or boat 
building. Knowledge and practice of magic, spells, charms and incantations 
is determined by matrilineage, status and relationships of taboo. On a festive 
occasion, for example, the ceremonial washing and decoration of dancers is 
undertaken by women of a special class, namely those who stand to them 
in the relation of taboo. In other words, these women are approved and 
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suitable partners for passing intrigues, or for more stable liaisons or for 
marriage. It is their duty to prepare the men for the dance, to deck them 
out with ornaments, with flowers and with paint, and to perform the magic 
incidental to each stage of the proceeding. In this way, magic as practice 
becomes part of the way that social life in the community is ordered and 
understood. 
The ritualistic dimensions of the practice of magic are indicative of the 
complex patterns of exchange and interaction which permeate all of 
Trobriand social life. Relationships of obligation and reciprocity bind people 
together, often over considerable distance and time. This is evident, for 
instance, in cultural practices surrounding death and burial. When a person 
dies, Trobriand Islanders believe their spirit goes to live on the distant island 
of Tuma where the ancestors continue their existence. The mourning and 
exchanges following a death are the most lengthy and costly of all ritual 
events. When a person dies, an all-night vigil takes place in which men sing 
traditional songs and the spouse and children of the deceased cry over the 
body. A series of food and women’s wealth distributions take place after 
Yam gardening remains the primary livelihood activity in Omarakana, and an 
important part of spiritual and cultural life.
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the burial, after which the close relatives of the spouse and father of the 
dead person shave their hair and/or blacken their bodies while the spouse 
remains secluded. About six months later, those who have been in mourning 
are repaid by women of the deceased’s matrilineage, who host a huge 
distribution of skirts and banana-leaf bundles amongst the many hundreds 
of mourners. Grass skirts and banana-leaf bundles are both important items 
of women’s wealth, and skills in making them are highly valued, passed 
down within families from mothers and aunts to daughters and nieces. 
The status of big-woman is secured for those who distribute most wealth, 
meaning that power and obligation remain tightly intertwined. When the 
deceased is an important person, an annual distribution of yams, pork, taro 
pudding, sugarcane, or betel nuts take place each year following their death. 
At the end of the annual harvest period, it is believed that the ancestors of 
a matrilineage return to the Trobriands from the island of Tuma to examine 
the well-being of their kin, and when a harvest is especially large, a village-
wide distribution will be held to honour all the recently deceased from one 
clan.
The anthropologist Malinowski recognized the primacy of exchange rituals 
in Trobriand social life. Writing in 1922, he described the basis of what he 
called the ‘tribal economics’ of the Islands as being
…that the whole tribal life is permeated by a constant give and take; that every 
ceremony, every legal and customary act is done to the accompaniment 
of material gift and counter gift; that wealth, given and taken, is one of 
the main instruments of social organisation, of the power of the chief, of 
the bonds of kinship, and of relationship in law.1 
The intricate webs of connection created through ritual practices of exchange 
are perhaps most vividly illustrated in the operation of the Kula ring. Where 
funeral distributions and other social practices involve the exchange of 
women’s wealth—banana leaf bundles and grass skirts—Kula is the means 
of exchange of men’s wealth, shell valuables. Networks of men extend across 
geographical space—extending beyond Kiwirina and the Trobriand Islands 
and encompassing most of the Milne Bay area—creating a ‘ring’, or route, 
through which the shell valuables move in a complex pattern of gift and 
counter-gift. Shell necklace valuables, soulava, move clockwise through the 
ring, while arm shell valuables, mwari, move in an anti-clockwise direction. 
Exchanges take place between individuals and their partners, and the 
numbers of partners a Kula participant has will vary according to their 
power and status. Partner relationships may be life-long in their duration, 
and entail obligations to provide hospitality, protection and assistance. 
They can at times be fraught with conflict, but the time delay between the 
exchange of gift and counter-gift means that they also rely on trust and the 
strength of social obligation. In this sense, a crucial dimension of the Kula 
gift economy is its distinction from the bartering and trade of items of use 
value. 
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Within the Kula ring, giving is always weighted more highly than receiving: 
as with women’s wealth, objects hold significance in themselves, but it is the 
redistribution of those objects which secures the social status of the giver. 
The value of the objects themselves is ceremonial, and lies in their being 
signifiers of status and connection. While a particular valuable is in the 
possession of a Kula participant, he will display it—often on the body of his 
wife, daughters or nieces—and the necklace or armband brings status to his 
family through signifying the Kula relationships which have enabled him to 
acquire it. Slowness in passing on an object that one has received, however, 
is likely to tarnish the reputation of a participant, and so valuables are 
assured an ongoing movement through the ring. 
While Malinowski praised the ceremonial gift exchange of the Kula ring, 
he also predicted that it would eventually fall into demise. This has not 
happened, but as with all dimensions of cultural and social life, the practices 
of Kula have changed over the years since the first colonial contact with the 
Milne Bay islands, and the ring is under pressure. In some instances, the 
contemporary Kula ring has expanded across geographical space, with some 
items now held by individuals in Port Moresby, and possibly even as far 
as Australia, cut off from the partner relationships which were maintained 
through sea-going travel between the islands. The introduction of a cash 
economy has impacted on the Kula tradition as well, with some participants 
suggesting that valuables are now being purchased for cash by individuals 
who keep them as their property, failing to pass them on and honour the 
customary obligations. When this happens, or when the time lapse between 
gift and counter-gift is collapsed into a momentary cash transaction, the 
relationships created by the Kula exchange are lost. Politics have always 
been part of the ritual practices around Kula, but politics in the Trobriands 
are changing now; and gift economies such as the Kula ring are being 
transformed through contact with new economies, ideologies and forms of 
social being. 
Livelihood and Provision
Subsistence agriculture is the mainstay of the Kiriwina community. The 
staple crop is, of course, yams, which carry a social and cultural significance 
far beyond their dietary function. The growing of yams—which includes 
planting, staking up the vines of the plants and tending to them as they 
grow—is generally men’s work, although it is not unheard of for a woman 
to make her own yam garden. Men also work in building garden fences, 
and are generally responsible for the yearly yam harvest which precedes the 
Mila Mala period of festivities. When a woman is married, her father and 
eventually her brothers must make yam gardens and produce a yearly yam 
harvest for her husband. This work is done in her name, as recognition of the 
matrilineal ownership of the land on which the yams are grown. 
While yam growing is predominantly men’s work, both men and women 
will work together to clear new garden land, and women take responsibility 
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for producing other garden foods. Taro, sweet potatoes, bananas, sugarcane, 
leafy greens, beans, tapioca, squashes, coconuts, and areca palms are 
all grown, and unlike yams their function is purely as a source of daily 
sustenance. The daily diet which these foodstuffs provide is supplemented 
with fish for those in coastal communities, and those who trade with them. 
Pork is eaten occasionally, at times of special feasting. Like yams, pigs carry 
a social and cultural importance in Kiriwina society and, as with the yam 
farming, the butchering of pigs and preparation of pork for feasts is done by 
men. Daily cooking, though, is women’s work. 
The importance of subsistence agriculture for Kiriwina livelihoods is 
reflected in the results of the Community Sustainability questionnaire. Of 
those surveyed, 95 per cent indicated that fishing and work done on their 
own land was their primary source of food. Their responses also spoke to the 
demanding and time-consuming labour which is required for this work: 60 
per cent of respondents said that they worked for 60 or more hours a week, 
in contrast to an overall figure of just 24 per cent across all the research 
sites. Another 13 per cent of Kiriwinans surveyed said they worked for 
between forty and sixty hours a week. It is difficult to corroborate these 
figures without extensive surveys of individuals over periods of time, but 
it is significant that the estimations of their own labour time which people 
provided were much greater than those provided by respondents in many 
other communities, particularly less remote ones. 
In more recent times, fishing has provided coastal men with limited access 
to a cash income, and a fishing co-operative has been successful on nearby 
Vakuta Island. In the last few years, a local market run by women has 
been established on Kiriwina, but there are little other sources of income-
generation. Isolated as the community is, relatively few outsiders come to 
the island, although the grounds around the tiny airstrip are filled with 
young men selling crabs and fish when the flight from Port Moresby comes 
in twice a week. There has been little success with cash-cropping enterprises, 
and, since colonization, government attempts at establishing such schemes 
have failed, save for a period of copra production. 
The only other source of income comes from the few tourists who visit the 
island. In the 1970s, weekend tourist charters resulted in increasing sales 
of the distinctive Trobriands wooden carvings, but over the past decade 
tourism has declined dramatically. The numbers of men trying to sell their 
intricate carved walking sticks and other pieces far outnumber the tourists 
on hand to purchase them. The ebony wood which is used to create them is 
now also greatly depleted and must be imported from other islands. A few 
Kiriwinans own successful trade stores, and these is one guest lodge run by 
a local man and his family. An additional guest lodge and two other trade 
stores are owned and run by expatriates. Today, remittances from children 
working elsewhere in the country provide villagers with their main source 
of cash. 
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What little cash income is produced on the island, or gotten through 
remittances from places like Alotau and Port Moresby on the mainland, 
goes towards purchasing rice, tobacco, kerosene and cloth, and towards the 
payment of school fees. Women’s bundles of dried banana leaves act as a 
limited currency. Villagers with access to cash will sometimes buy trade-
store goods, which they on-sell to other villagers for payment in bundles, 
allowing those without cash to purchase Western merchandise.
Trade is another important means of acquiring goods which are not 
produced by Kiriwina villagers themselves, and has a long history in the 
Milne Bay region. Massim men are skilled sailors, and canoes are still used 
to connect the Trobriand Islands to each other, and to the island groups 
which surround them. Stone axes blades, another important item of men’s 
wealth, were traded in from Muyua Island and polished in the Trobriands 
in the last century, and many still circulate today. Large cooking pots, also 
used in local exchanges, come from the Amphlett Islands, while canoes 
from Normanby and Goodenough islands arrive periodically with sacks 
of betel nuts that are sold at the Kiriwina wharf. Regular Kula voyaging 
also facilitates regular trade and bartering, in addition to the ceremonial 
exchange of shell valuables. 
Learning and Education
Levels of both literacy and formal education in Kiriwina are generally low 
compared to other remote islands in the province, and other communities 
A fisherman returning from a four day voyage shows his catch to the people who 
have gathered to welcome the canoes home
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across the country. Of those surveyed through the Community Sustainability 
Questionnaire, 21 per cent indicated that they had no formal schooling, 
much higher than the overall figure of 9 per cent across all eleven 
communities where the questionnaire was conducted. Thirty-four per cent 
had completed primary education, and 36 per cent had completed some or 
all of their secondary education. Nine per cent of respondents had some 
form of trade training, down again from the overall figure of 13 percent, 
and none of those surveyed had been to university. The low levels of formal 
education partly reflect the limited access to schools for children on the 
island. There is inadequate basic education provision, and just one high 
school on the island, at the administrative centre of Losuia. Some students 
from more distant parts of the island board at this school, while other 
children travel to the mainland, returning for holidays. Boarding, however, 
is expensive, and the limited access to cash makes affording school fees a 
challenge. 
The lack of formal education also reflects the low priority given to primary 
and secondary education in comparison to the importance placed on 
agriculture and customary practices. This does not mean that learning and 
education are not valued, rather that learning activities are more strongly 
weighted towards the passing on of customary knowledge. Included 
amongst these are the skills associated with agriculture, farming and 
fishing, as well as dancing, canoe making, carving, weaving and the use of 
magic. The gendered division of labour and customary practice is reflected 
in the processes through which knowledge is passed from generation 
to generation, with parents, aunts and uncles, and grandparents all 
participating in handing down the skills and information which enable both 
boys and girls to partake in social life. 
The importance accorded to traditional aspects of Kiriwinan life is reflected 
in the results gathered through the surveying of villagers. Training in both 
family life and traditional ways of doing things were strongly desired, with 
56 and 51 per cent of respondents respectively indicating that these things 
would be useful. However there is also a strong desire for forms of training 
and education more specifically geared towards participation in modern 
social and economic realms. Fifty-eight percent of respondents said that 
they would benefit from agricultural skills training, twenty-four percent 
wanted training in management skills, and 31 per cent considered training in 
income-generation desirable. 
The tenacity of customary skills and cultural practice, as well as the 
knowledge underpinning livelihood activities, is one of the community’s 
greatest strengths. There is, however, an evident gap in the provision of 
basic education and formal skills training opportunities. What is clear 
in Kiriwina is that people are being called upon to negotiate both tribal 
and modern forms of social, economic and cultural life. The sustainable 
development of the community demands the capacity to move in and 
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between these ways of being, and education and learning should be oriented 
towards this end. In practice, this means that more avenues for accessing 
formal schooling, training and modern forms of knowledge need to be 
created. Such forms of learning cannot, in and of themselves, engender the 
resilience and adaptability which sustainable community development 
demands, but they form an essential dimension of a community education 
strategy that begins with celebrating and strengthening the strong traditions 
through which customary knowledge and skills are maintained. 
Endnotes
1 Bronislaw Malinowski, Argonauts of the Western Pacific: An Account of 
Native Enterprise and Adventure in the Archipelagoes of Melanesian New 
Guinea, Routledge, London, 1978, p. 128.
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Yule Island, Central Province
Where have all the lobsters gone and  
why are the natural cycles changing?
Opening Story
Why is the lobster fishing of Yule Island declining? Local stories abound of 
toxic run-off from the gold mines, climate-change effects, and illegal foreign 
trawling across the migration path to the island. We know that each year, 
beginning in August, sexually-mature tropical rock lobsters from the Torres 
Strait begin a four-month migration north-east, through the Gulf of Papua, 
towards Yule Island just off the Papua New Guinea mainland. Studies 
suggest that the Yule Island is the furthest extent of the migratory path of 
the Panulirus ornatus, the point of no return for the migratory adults. They 
die at the end of the season from the stress of migration and reproduction.1 
The eggs hatch after a month or so, again beginning the cycle and planktonic 
phyllosoma larval are thought to float back to the Coral Sea and into the 
Torres Strait on the Hiri boundary current. This is the same current that 
in conjunction with the Laurabada monsoon winds once brought the Hiri 
traders back to Boera Village and the Roro harima traders back to Yule 
Island—that is until such trade was disrupted by World War II and faltered 
thereafter (see Chapter 5 above).
In the Papuan Gulf and around the island, the lobsters are caught alive by 
hand during the day or else with hand-held nets, or killed by divers with 
spears. For the communities on Yule Island, given the limited capacity for 
agriculture on the land, the lobsters have become an important commodity—
as food, but more so as an item for trade. Faced with a growing need for cash 
to pay for school fees, trade-store goods and petrol for the outboard motors 
which connect them to the mainland—and with few other viable economic 
activities on the island—selling the lobsters to a growing global market has 
also become a crucial means of earning income.
Lobster fishing as a cash industry goes back to the late 1960s. At about the 
same time that a commercial tropical rock-lobster fishery was established 
in the Torres Strait, residents on Yule Island today recall an Australian man 
living on the Island, and establishing the Yule Lobster Company. Monica 
Yule Island
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Haia’o Arua from Paramakupuna Village on the island recalls that in 
1975 he returned to Australia, handing over the company to people from 
Roro Village on the island, and Paitana Village on the mainland. Lobsters 
were sold to buyers from Japan, and, in the years before Independence, 
livelihoods for the villagers were good. The island boasted an administrative 
headquarters in Siria village, with a trade store, post office and a bank. There 
were guesthouses for visitors, and a small airstrip. The establishment of a 
fisheries industry and wharfs seemed to bode well for the island’s future, 
but in the years after Independence it began to slip into a chronic economic 
decline. The administrative headquarters moved to Bereina on the mainland, 
the bank closed and airstrip was steadily taken over by encroaching bush. 
The guesthouses are now derelict buildings, and there are very few visitors 
to the island these days. The Yule Lobster Company established by the 
Australian which held so much promise at the time, did not last much past 
his departure. Shortly after in 1975 it changed its name to Yule Aperana 
Limited, and some time not longer after that it went into liquidation. No 
one is entirely sure what happened, or why, but it remains that while the 
crayfish industry grows bigger and bigger—fuelled by demand from China, 
Hong Kong, Japan and the Philippines—the Yule Island community is 
struggling to benefit from it. 
There was another attempt to set up a community lobster project in late 2006 
and early 2007. Co-ordinated by Andrew Aisia, a Yule Islander who was 
previously an agricultural officer for the Department of Primary Industries, 
a pontoon was built off the coast, with the support of a Hong Kong–Chinese 
company operating with Filipino workers. Under the scheme, men and 
women would catch crayfish and crabs and take them to the pontoon where 
they would be paid straight away. According to many accounts, the prices 
were fair—10 kina per kg for lobster and 4.50 kina per kg for crabs. The 
crayfish would be kept in mesh cages in the water beneath the pontoon, 
and would be fed daily. About once a month, the Filipino workers from the 
company would come and buy them all. The scheme lasted one season, and 
was reportedly successful. But then, again for reasons which don’t seem 
entirely clear, the project was stopped. And in October 2007, men could be 
seen on board the unused pontoon, dismantling it and taking the materials 
to shore to use for constructing houses. 
A couple of reasons were offered as to why the project failed to continue. 
In the first instance, the materials with which the pontoon was built were 
of a poor quality: the floatation devices were weak, causing the structure to 
partially sink, and the wire used for the underwater cages was rusting away. 
As an explanation for the project shutting down, however, this doesn’t 
seem entirely sufficient. Infrastructure and equipment can be repaired, 
and it seems to be a worthwhile venture to do this given the community’s 
lack of access to any other regular market where they could sell their catch. 
The second reason given was that the villagers experienced a notably bad 
crayfish season. It was suggested, in turn, that this could be the result of 
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commercial fishing ventures depleting stocks in the Torres Strait, before 
they’ve had time to complete their migration; or else climate change 
affecting the water temperature, with flow-on effects for breeding and 
migration. Recent data from the Australian Government Bureau of Rural 
Sciences indicates that the Torres Strait Lobster Fishery is, overall, not over-
fished. However some localized depletion is occurring in the PNG area of 
the fishery, and there are also anecdotal reports of illegal trawling occurring 
in some parts of the Papuan Gulf. In regards to the impacts of climate 
change, there simply isn’t the information available to say definitively what 
is happening. But the people of Yule Island have fished in the waters around 
their community for generations, and they have no doubt that the seasons 
and natural cycles are changing. 
Place—Past and Present
The small island, originally called Rabao, sits just off the Papua New Guinea 
mainland at the eastern end of the Papuan Gulf about 110km north-west 
of Port Moresby. White-sand beaches encircle its perimeter, with coral 
outcrops and coconut palms. Traditional canoes dot the ocean, alongside 
small outboard motors which are used for fishing and transportation to and 
from the mainland. Houses are clustered together, mostly built with bush 
materials and elevated on big logs. Decks built underneath them—with logs 
and bamboo slats to allow the air to flow through—provide some escape 
from the intense heat. The dependence of Yule Islanders on the sea means 
The pontoon from the failed lobster project is dismantled, and the materials taken 
back to Yule Island to be reused for building houses
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that their villages are dotted along the coast, concentrated at the southern 
and northern tips of the long island. At the southern end, Opa village sits 
close to the Catholic Mission Station established in the 1880s. Above it on 
the western coast are Koko Villages no. 1 and 2, then Koaekupuna, or Abo 
village, then Oviapokina and Erierina villages, and past them the Yule Island 
airstrip and Siria village in the Kairuku area. At the northern tip of the island 
are the villages of Akere, Pinupaka and Aivara. To encircle the entire island 
in an outboard motor takes about two hours, provided that enough fuel can 
be found and the tiny engines last the distance. 
Monica Haia’o Arua, a Yule Island woman from Paramakupuna, tells this 
story of the island’s history:
I am a direct descendent of the paramount chief of Paramakupuna 
Village, Elias Waraupi Aisi on my father’s side. On my mother’s side 
I am the grand-daughter of the chief of the warriors, Patrick Meauri 
Koae, from Koaekupuna, Yule Island. The history of Yule Island as told 
to me by my father and my grandfather and the elders of the village 
community is as follows: The three major clans were Koaekupuna; 
Oviapokina; and Paramakupuna. They are originally from Araho which 
is on the mainland. The original inhabitants of Yule Island were the 
Motuan people of Apau, now known as Boera, in Central Province 
outside of Port Moresby. How the Boera people were displaced was 
through tribal fighting. The Warriors of Koaekupuna and Oviapokina 
villages combined together and had a tribal fight against Apua people. 
They took possession of the Island known at that time as Rabao, now 
known as Yule Island. 
The three clans which Monica Arua names are still the major clans on 
the island, although many different people have come and gone since 
her ancestors ousted the Apua people. Prominent amongst these are the 
European Catholic missionaries who arrived at Yule Island in the 1880s, 
and established a mission there that would become the base for their 
evangelising efforts throughout the country. The Priests and Brothers 
brought with them Filipino catechists, newly recruited and trained by the 
Catholic Mission in the Phillipines. With Anglican missionaries already 
established on the mainland, these lay missionaries were sent out to bring 
the Catholic Church up to speed in the battle for Papua New Guinean souls. 
Years later they returned to Yule Island, where many of them married local 
women and lived out the rest of their lives. Today, many Yule Islanders 
carry the Filipino family names and distinct features of their ancestors. The 
Catholic Mission maintains a presence on the island, albeit on smaller scale 
than during it did through the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
The extension of the colonial administration after World War One brought 
more newcomers—magistrates, teachers, and officials. An administration 
headquarters was established at Siria village in the Kairuku area, where the 
overgrown airstrip remains today. A government hospital was serviced by 
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doctors who, according to the older Yule Islanders who remember them 
today, would fly in on the Island’s Cesena plane on Mondays, Wednesdays 
and Fridays of each week. When the Kairuku Station was moved to Bereina, 
on the mainland, in the early 1970s, the hospital, post office and both of 
the Island’s Catholic high schools moved with it. In many ways the Island 
has been in a state of steady decline since this point. There are few reasons 
now for people to travel to the Island, and so no sources of goods and 
money beyond what can be secured through the trade of fish and seafood 
with the Yule Islanders’ mainland neighbours. Attempts at establishing 
a small tourism industry have struggled to get established. The sole 
remaining guesthouse following the closure of the Kairuku station—the 
Carmelite Convent—has now fallen into disrepair, and fledging attempts at 
establishing home stays for visitors have floundered.
Organization and Governance
The community of Yule Island is organized into three main clans, with 
eleven or so small villages clustered at the northern and southern tips of the 
Island, and at Kairuku on the southern west coast where the Administrative 
Headquarters used to stand. There is a relatively low level of migration 
in and out of the community, isolated as it is. Of those people surveyed 
through the Community Sustainability Questionnaire, 79 per cent said 
they had lived in the community for eleven or more years, and 38 per cent 
said that they had lived in the area their whole lives. Land and place are 
important makers of identification, and people here know their land and 
their environment intimately. 
However, the Yule Island community is also struggling to create a viable 
future for itself, with few income-generating activities and little access to 
health and community services. There are visible reminders of the points 
which used to connect the island to the mainland but which have long been 
in decline. Overall, indicators of community well-being were lower in Yule 
Island than in many of the other research sites in this project. When asked 
to indicate their satisfaction with feeling part of their community, 76 per 
cent of respondents to the Questionnaire said they were satisfied or very 
satisfied, in comparison to a figure of 80 percent across all the research sites. 
Correspondingly, the number who replied that they were dissatisfied or 
very dissatisfied was higher, at 17 per cent compared to an overall result 
of 11 per cent. Similar sentiments were reflected when respondents were 
asked how satisfied they were with their community neighbourhood, with 
62 per cent satisfied or very satisfied, compared to 78 per cent across all the 
research sites. The figure for those dissatisfied or very dissatisfied was 16 
per cent, against a national figure of 11 per cent. At the same time, however, 
high levels of wellbeing were recorded when respondents were asked to 
indicated their level of satisfaction with their life as a whole, with 76 per 
cent saying that they were satisfied or very satisfied. This was slightly 
higher than the 72 per cent recorded across all the research sites. Similarly, 
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levels of satisfaction with the balance between work and social life were 
comparatively high, with 87 per cent of Yule Island respondents satisfied or 
very satisfied, compared to 71 per cent of all respondents. 
Results from the Community Sustainability Questionnaire suggest 
comparatively low levels of confidence in authority structures and decision-
makers, in terms of both local-level governance and formal government 
bodies. When asked to indicate the level to which they agreed that ‘decisions 
made about life in my neighbourhood are made in the interests of the whole 
community’, only 56 per cent agreed or strongly agreed, compared to 62 per 
cent across all the research sites. Almost a third of Yule Island respondents 
disagreed or strongly disagreed. When asked whether they felt that 
formally-educated experts could be trusted when dealing with local issues, 
only 13 per cent indicated a positive response, the lowest result amongst 
all of the research sites. Likewise, the percentage of those who agreed or 
strongly agreed with the statement ‘governments make decisions and laws 
that are good for the way I live locally’—18 per cent—was the lowest across 
the research sites. Amongst respondents to the Community Sustainability 
Questionnaire, 38 per cent indicated that they participated in community 
activities on a daily or weekly basis, less than the overall figure of 51 per cent 
across all the research sites. Another 27 per cent said they participated in 
such activities on a monthly basis. 
This may provide an explanation for the high levels of satisfaction felt about 
‘life as a whole’, and work-life balance, and the lower levels of satisfaction 
with community and one’s place in it. That is, there is a relatively high 
degree of wellbeing at the individual and household level, but forms of 
organization and identification at the community-wide level are under 
strain. Furthermore, there is a sense expressed by Yule Islanders, in response 
to the Questionnaire and through interviews and community consultations, 
that the government is largely absent. The low level of confidence in state 
decision-making and legislation reflects a perception of isolation from the 
government services which exist elsewhere in Central Province. 
Livelihood and Provision
Not surprisingly for a remote community, livelihood activities associated 
with subsistence agriculture and fishing constitute the dominant means 
of work in Yule Island. Fifty-one per cent of Questionnaire respondents 
noted that the main way that they made their living was through work in 
the household. Another 28 per cent selected selling goods in the informal 
economy as their main livelihood activity. Subsistence agriculture also 
provides the main source of food for 84 per cent of Yule Island respondents. 
This result was predictably higher than the overall figure of 78 per cent 
across all the communities surveyed, but lower than the figures in the 
other remote communities of Wisini Village in Morobe (88 per cent) and 
Omarakana Village in the Trobriand Islands (95 per cent). In Yule Island, 4 
per cent of respondents said that supermarkets were the main place they got 
 150 Local–Global
their food, another 4 per cent selected local shops, and 3 per cent identified 
food markets. This may reflect the limitations of the Island’s ecology, which 
provides fish and other seafood, but is unsuitable for growing some staple 
crops such a bananas. Accordingly, trade and barter exchange with other 
Mekeo communities on the mainland provides important supplements to 
household diets. 
Since well before the arrival of the first missionaries on the island in 1885, 
the annual crayfish season has provided villagers on Yule Island with 
access to a valuable resource, drawing them into relationships of exchange 
and trade with communities beyond their own. Before the emergence of 
a cash economy, women from the island would take lobsters—along with 
fish, crabs and sometimes pottery—to barter markets on the mainland. The 
people of Yule Island learned to make pots from the Motu (another historical 
link to Boera, though there is no evidence that we could now find of sacred 
pot-making).2 Women from other villages across the Mekeo region, and as 
far east as the Motuan villages around Port Moresby, would bring sago, 
bananas, yams and taro. These forms of barter exchange still take place, and 
at Kara, on the point of the mainland coast closest to the southern tip of the 
island, the women still meet in the early hours of the morning once a week, 
to swap their produce. Individually, or in small groups, the women set out 
their produce on mats on the ground: bunches of bananas, a few smoked 
fish, crabs and lobster still alive with their claws and legs bound. There is 
Water tanks like these are rusted through, and people have to travel for hours to 
the mainland to bring back fresh water fro drinking and cooking
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other produce too: small piles of baby tomatoes, buai, and, nowadays, cans 
of soft drink in cooler boxes and the small individually-wrapped sweets 
which sell for ten toea each. But the bulk of the trade is of seafood and 
bananas, which are exchanged without any money passing hands. Little is 
said between the women as they walk up and down looking carefully at the 
other goods laid out on display, some of them carrying their produce as they 
walk up and down the line of mats and foodstuffs. When one woman sees 
something she considers an appropriate item for exchange, she will carry 
over her own goods and, if equally acceptable, the terms of the barter are 
quietly negotiated. The barter exchange begins early in the morning, and by 
7am the traders are starting to pack up. Women from the mainland set off 
carrying their fish, either walking or piling into the trays of utes or PMVs. 
Behind them, Yule Islander women load bunches of bananas into canoes and 
outboard motors and set off slowly for the hour or so trip back their villages. 
Increasingly, though, what is needed within the community is not just food, 
but cash, and traditional barter practices are now just one part of a complex 
system of commerce and trade, within which the Yule Island villagers are 
struggling to secure their livelihoods and future in the face of change. As 
with most communities in contemporary Papua New Guinea, the primary 
expenses include foodstuffs such as rice, cooking oil and flour, which have 
become staples of village diets. The use of outboard motors also requires 
regular purchase of petrol, and fishing is now frequently done with nets, 
which must be purchased and maintained. Here, the remoteness of the 
island intensifies the community’s limited access to income-generating 
activities and the informal cash-economy. Surprisingly, 9 per cent of 
respondents to the Questionnaire indicated that they were in receipt of a 
wage from the state, which is higher than the overall figure of 7 per cent 
across both urban, hinterland and remote communities. At the same time, 
however, subjective senses of financial well-being were very low. Seventy 
per cent of Questionnaire respondents said that they considered their 
households to be struggling financially, a figure significantly higher than 
the 57 per cent recorded across all the research sites. The remaining 30 per 
cent identified their household’s financial status as comfortable, and none 
considered themselves to be well-off. 
There are other big challenges facing the community too, and principal 
amongst them is major environmental change. On the Island, people speak 
about the massive problems being posed by the erosion of the coastline. 
Some of the older people in the community say that they have seen metres of 
the coast eroded in their lifetimes, and they describe rising sea levels leading 
to the salination of their underground water sources. Rising water tables 
mean that wells are now bringing up salt water, and water tanks and pumps 
are rusting. Many people now travel on outboard motors or canoes to bring 
back containers of fresh water from the mainland, a practice which costs 
both time and resources. Villagers undertake it out of necessity, at the same 
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time that they recognise it as being an inadequate solution to their problem 
of resource insecurity. 
The language of climate change is frequently invoked to account for the 
ecological challenges facing the community, and while substantial scientific 
research is needed to ascertain what role global environmental shifts are 
playing in the Yule Island region, it is significant that this discourse is being 
used by people in an attempt to understand the shifts which they are seeing 
in their lands and waters. It points to a sense in which people in this remote 
community understand themselves as situated within a broader regional 
and global context. However, the environmental insecurity felt on the island 
also has its roots in more localized, material conditions. The tanks which are 
rusted through are built with poor quality metal, not adequately lined and 
subject to rust as the water becomes more saline; water pumps stay broken 
because there are not the resources to repair and maintain them; the pontoon 
used in the latest lobster project was constructed with weak floatation 
devices that meant it partially sank. There are other factors, too, including 
patterns of land use, impacts of commercial fishing ventures, population 
growth, and possible environmental ramifications from nearby goldmining 
on the mainland, which are yet to be adequately understood. It this 
combination of material problems associated firstly with poor infrastructure 
resulting from ill-planned development projects, and secondly with broader 
economic, social and environmental dynamics outside the control of local 
A Yule Island woman walks through the barter market at Kara, holding the fish she 
will exchange for bananas from the mainland
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communities, which generates the precariousness attached to livelihoods 
in the Yule Island community. Creating sustainable livelihoods here 
requires an understanding of the interplay between these factors, and the 
strengthening of local capacity to generate reflexive strategies to negotiate 
them. 
Learning and Education
As with other services in the community, formal education provision on 
Yule Island has been in decline since the administrative headquarters was 
moved to the mainland site of Bereina. When both the colonial and mission 
presences were at their strongest, there were three schools in operation on 
the island. St Patrick’s School provided elementary schooling for both boys 
and girls, with Our Lady of the Sacred Heart Girls High School and De La 
Salle Boys High School catering for those able to continue their education to 
secondary level. The missionaries also operated a Teacher Training Centre. 
A printing office run by the church mission enabled the production of school 
materials for all the Catholic schools in the region, which were distributed by 
their Cesena plane. When the Kairuku Administration on the island closed, 
the two high schools were amongst the services transferred to Bereina by the 
Australian Administration. St Patrick’s remains operational on the island, 
but students wishing to proceed beyond grade eight must travel to Bereina 
to attend De La Salle High School, known as Mainohama, which is now co-
educational. The time involved in travelling to the mainland makes this a 
difficult for many, and the cost involved in purchasing fuel for the outboard 
motors is similarly prohibitive. 
While access to secondary education has become difficult, however, the 
long-term missionary presence on the island has meant that levels of 
basic education in the community are quite high. The Catholic church has 
been a key provider of education, and only 2 percent of Questionnaire 
respondents said that they had received no formal education, compared 
to 9 per cent of respondents across all the research sites. Over one-third of 
respondents had completed primary school as their highest level of formal 
education. Notably, another third again had completed either some or all of 
their secondary education. Many of these people are adults who received 
their secondary education when the two high schools were still operating 
on the island, but it also suggests that some children are continuing to 
receive an education beyond the elementary level, notwithstanding the 
difficulties which households encounter in facilitating this. Another quarter 
of respondents had completed some form of trade training, higher than 
the overall figure of 13 percent, and another 4 per cent had completed a 
university qualification. 
Adults expressed a strong desire for further educational opportunities, 
including informal skills and livelihoods training. Eighty-nine per cent of 
respondents agreed that they would like to learn how to do their current 
work better, and 84 per cent said that more training was necessary for them 
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to do the work they would ideally like to do. Opportunities for learning 
and skills development are both highly in demand and much needed 
within the community. Faced with a natural environment under pressure, 
and struggling to secure means of maintaining livelihoods in an isolated 
community, such opportunities may provide the key to the developing the 
adaptive strategies which the Yule Island villagers will need to ensure the 
sustainability of their lives and their home. 
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